RNCSIG Annual Report 2022/23
Rushcliffe has an active and hard working nature conservation community and whilst the flat, fertile flood plains of the eastern half of the Borough is dominated by arable farming, the western side is hillier and has a more mixed farming make up and that contains a scattering of "island" wildlife habitats. Another year goes by and again reporting on nature conservation in Rushcliffe is a mixed bag of good and not so good.

Planning
This always looms fairly large in any RNCSIG deliberations. The good news is that the threat of the Barton Quarry has been withdrawn (for the moment). There is a moratorium on fracking, which is of some significant as much of Nottinghamshire coal formations has potential to hold shale gas. There is a proposal that  a local farm will convert to providing Net Biodiversity Gain land for housing developments, which if done properly has the potential to create a significant area of wildlife habitat, potentially the size of Rushcliffe Country Park.

But housing development continues apace. As things stand RBC has no plans to allocate more land than has already been billed. Issues at Sharphill Wood and the neighbouring development illustrate the ongoing problem of ensuring developers deliver agreed mitigations etc.

There are also at least two more major solar farms planned for the area. Both are on arable land and if they deliver the mitigation plans outlined in the planning proposal then overall they could be a bonus for local wildlife. But again the devil is in the detail of ensuring long term delivery.

Reserves and Sites
There are nature reserves in Rushcliffe (507 hectares), for a complete list see Rushcliffe Nature Reserves  and an additional 445 hectares of land (16 sites) that we feel can be regarded as “strategic wildlife friendly sites". Whilst a further 205 hectares (9 locations) of "natural habitat" arising from “development gain" should eventually be added to the figures in time. For details see Rushcliffe Wildlife Projects and Activities. 

NWT, RBC and the Environment Agency are continuing to work (supported by volunteers) to get Gresham Marsh (West Bridgford) into good heart. There has been talk of nearby Wilford Fields being officially declared a nature reserve by Notts County Council (the owners) but nothing has been heard of that recently. Similarly there was pressure for Flintham Spinney to become a parish site, but a combination of apathy by Highways England and the impact of inflation on parish budgets seems to have made that less likely now. 

Rushcliffe Country Park ran a successful Bioblitz in 2022, repeating an exercise they ran in 2011.  Cotgrave Country Park received funding for habitat work, but also to run a series of wildlife related events on the site.

Notts Wildlife Trust continues to create management plans for selected local sites.

Meanwhile other sites continue running volunteer work parties namely Wilford Claypits, Wilwell, Skylarks, Meadow Park, Green Line, Sharphill Wood, Bingham Linear Park, Springdale Wood plus Notts Wildlife Trust volunteer work parties at Skylarks, Wilford Claypits and Wilwell. In addition the very successful Grizzeled Skipper Project work parties continue. A notable example of a company getting involved is the British Geological Survey at Keyworth working, to make their grounds more wildlife friendly. 

Rushcliffe Borough Council
RBC continues to support Friends of and other wildlife groups in Rushcliffe - funding First Aid Training and the Nature Conservation Forum (this time at the Eco Farm, Screvington), funding the Biodiversity Support Grants, funding the remote control mower on a variety of sites. Central to this is the Service Level Agreement allowing Notts Wildlife Trust to undertake additional activities in Rushcliffe. On a wider community basis RBC again funded the provision of wildflower seeds and of trees to local citizens and parish councils.

The Rushcliffe Community Awards organised by the Borough includes an Environment category (in the widest sense) sponsored by Streetwise Environmental. This years winner being Eco Farms at Screvington. 

And of course RBC own ten of the sites we regard as nature reserves and another ten come under the control of Parish Councils (see Rushcliffe Nature Reserves for RBC and parish sites). 

Nature Conservation Projects and Activities
There continues to be a number of non site specific projects running in Rushcliffe including the 

Cotgrave Forest Focal Area and the Grizzled Skipper Project, the extension of the Biodiversity Opportunity Mapping to cover West Bridgford (and therefore the entire Borough), and a project to get more water into the drying sections of the Grantham Canal. 

Notts Wildlife Trust`s Badger Edge Vaccination Scheme faces an uncertain future, as it had to abandon it`s original target area because culling was introduced into some sections. A new area in Rushcliffe was identified and work put into contacting landowners, but there is still uncertainty as to how committed DEFRA are to funding a continuation.

The discovery of a colony of Bee Orchids on Collington Common resulted in an interesting local initiative  with a local person creating and (with permission) installing a line of marker posts to ensure that over enthusastic mowers did not decapitate the flowers. An initiative that will be repeated this year.

There are also a variety of activities to engage people with wildlife with the WATCH Group, Forest Schools, U3A special interest groups and South Notts Local Group (NWT) Wildife walks and talks programme. In addition there is a band of dedicated individuals recording various types of local wildlife.

For a complete list see Rushcliffe Wildlife Projects and Activities .

At the National Level
The government have signed up to a target for 30% of England to be "nature friendly" by 2030, a very substantial ambition and Non Governmental Organisations (NGO) like the Wildlife Trusts and RSPB are actively pushing for this target to be met. But whilst the government have suggested around 20% as the current level of wildlife habitat across England, NGO`s feel that is a significant overstatement. In addition the NGOs believe that achieving a 30% engagement  by people in valuing nature (anything from attending wildlife events to attending work parties) is a key tipping point in terms of valuing the natural environment and crucial in pushing government and other organisations to seriously commit. 

Part of this process is expected to be the creation of a Notts Local Nature Recovery Strategy with Notts County Council being lead agency. But as I understand it the rather febrile state of politics in Whitehall has led to inertia at a local level due to lack of guidance and funding. 

The nature conservation NGOs are also becoming increasingly concerned that Whitehall rhetoric is not being matched by their actions. There are issues around farming subsidies, about plans to axe large swathes of environmental protections as part of Brexit and plans to loosen planning regulations. 

Looking Forward in Rushcliffe
Locally Notts Wildlife Trust are looking to calculate the baseline data for how much of the county is currently "wildlife friendly” and how to collect details of gains made. But for Rushcliffe a crude guesstimate (see link Wildlife Friendly Rushcliffe ) suggests a figure of circa 13 - 15 % of existing wildlife friendly habitat across the Borough represents a plausible starting point and suggests there is a long way to go. 

It is worth remembering that over the last 20 years there have been a range of ongoing gains in terms of wildlife habitat and engagement, but further material increases in wildlife friendly habitat cannot be achieved through expanding nature reserves alone. The sort of gains envisaged in the 30% by 2030 concept can only be achieved by extensive land owner engagement ie farmers. That sort of scale requires buy in from national and local government as well as the major NGOs, but RNCSIG and our nature conservation community needs to be open to embracing opportunities when they are offered. 

But it is also important, that we continue to support, maintain and value what we already have. So putting aside the bigger picture, a KEY message is that locally there is some really good "bread and butter" conservation work going on. So keep doing YOUR bit for nature, and if this helps encourage greater engagement, all to the good.
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